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HOW NATIONAL INTELLIGENCE ESTIMATES ARE MADE

The Netlonal Intelligence Estimate (NIE) 48 en institution
of some years standing. The first was written in the fall of
1950. The NIE has received publicity by neme and as a result
there is a wholly understandelle public curiosity as to how this
most important finished intelligence document is produced. One
would say most important both because of the care, man hours, and
the high level consideration that go into their preparation, and
the attention they command et the highest policy echelon of the

Government.

The Director of Central Intelligence, Mr. John McCone,
is the man in last analysis responsible for these documents.
The National Security Act of 1947, vhich sets forth his duties,
declares him to be responsible for the Preparation of the
intelligence for national security and in carrying out this
mendate Mr. McCone has a primary role in the preparation of
these estimates. This is quite a large order end one in which
he is essisted by his own special staff -- the Office of
Notional Estimates (O/NE) of the Centrsl Intelligence Agency -~
and the combined intelligence resources of what is referred to in
Washington perlance as the Intelligence Community. This
community is represented by the intelligence organizations
whoee chiefs sit as members of the United States Intelligence

Board. These are: Department of State, Defense Intelligence
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Agency, National Security Agency, the intelligence component

of the Atomic Energy Commission, and Federal Bureau of Investigation.

In addition, the intelligence chiefs of the three services,
Army, Navy, and Air Force, have observer status on the USIB.
In actuel prectice, their role in the production of NiEs is
comparshle to that of the regular members; they contribute at
each step of the process, including the all-important final one.
Furthermore, should thelr views_not coincide with those of
the Chairman of USIB, thelr positions will be presented in the

usual footnote of dissent.

National intelligence estimates are constructed for one
single purpose, namely to serve the intelligence requirements
of those high policy meking individuals and groups that formulate
national security policy: the President and the members of the
Nationel Security Council, and various ad hoc interdepartmental

task forces.

The procedure through which national intelligence estimates
pass is a procedure designed to meke the national intelligence
estimate maximally useful to the purpcse it is designed to
serve. Before getting to the machinery itself let me lay out

the four principal desidernta which an estimate vust possess.
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As a motter of highest importence the nationsl intelligence
estimate must incorporate all the truest and most relisble
information, the most advanced and careful intelligence research,

end the most sophisticated intelligence thinking.

It should be the institution which obligates the totality
of national intelligence resources. No one who has not grown
up in the trade can have an idea of the size and power of these

resources.

Lestly, as a practicel metter its findings should be in
largest measure possible agreed to by the members (and observers )
of USIB. It can do the pclicy maker little or no good to be
presented with an intelligence peper in which areas of disegree~
ment are very large eand in which several of the intelligence
chiefs have incorporated resounding dissents to matters of key
importence to the policy consumer. The net result of such a badly
split paper is to oblige the policy maker to resolve the splits -~
in other words, to force the policy meker to do the work of
intelligence, a task for which he is far less well prepared

than intelligence itself.
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An estimate must arrive in time to be of use to the users
whenever they begin their deliberations on a policy matter.
Advence notice of need for an estimate may amount to months,

weeks, days, or, in times of crises, only hours.

They must deal with astringently limited subject matter.
In the firs® place they will treat only foreign situations --
never domestic problems. They must 1imit themselves to those
ereas of a foreign situastion with respect to which policy
officlels will have a legitimate concern. Within thesee
limits they will confine themselves to the statement of
knowzble relevent facts which are knowm with a high degree of
accuracy. They will go on to estimate factuel situations sbout
which precise knowledge is wentcd. The type and mmber of
this kind of estimate is of cougse largely a function of how
- well a foreign power is sble to protect its own secrets of
state. Lastly, they must estimate sbout things which are

literally unknowsble.

This phase of estimating proceeds neturally snd unavoidably
from the very essence of policy plenning itself. 8o long as the
policy plamner must look into the future in an endeavor to plot
the wise course, so must the intelligence estimator try to
project bimself from the factual situation of today into the

speculative areas of tomorrow.
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The qualities of an NIE as set forth ebove should and, in

fact, do dictate the procedure which produces them. Depending upon
the time availdblé, the procedure will vary. If short, say a matter
of hours, the procedure is clipped to its two essential steps --

the writing of the draft and its submission to the Director of
Central Intelligence and the members of the United States Intelligence
Board for approval. If, on the other hand, circumstances permit,

the paper will pass through a routine procedure which may require
several months. Let us examine this latter cese for it most fully
illustrates the care with vhich the desirable qualities are built

into the finished paper.

First, as to timing. Varlous upper echelon policy makers
or policy-meking groups, themselves daily consumers of intelll-
gence in its many forms, can sometimes block out thelr activities
for weeks and months in advance. They will know that the policy
peper on Ruritanis is probably good for another year but that the
sweep of events is fast calling for a review of policy toverds
Bukovenia and ¥alatacha. They will accordingly set an earlier date
for the completion of the review of these two latter policiles.
This decision is made known to the intelligence community through
appropriate chamnels. The Office of Wational Estimates in the CIA
takes note of the requirement. This organization is the Director's
right hand and the memory and executive group for the wvhole com-

manity in the matter of national Intelligence estimates. Among
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its other duties, the Office of National Estimates tries to antici-

pate the needs of the policy mekers. Once each quarter, the O/NE
confers with representatives of the intelligence community and
presents to the USIB a schedule of papers to be undertaken for
the next six months. Ieedless to say, this schedule rests
squarely on the requirements of the consumer. Such is the
mechanism through which most of the NWIEs are programmed so as

to arrive at destinaetion in ample time to serve whatever use the

policy mekers desire.

Of course, not all estimates can be lald on in this orderly
and far-seeing way. A considersble percentage will always have to
be laid on to meet policy emergencies and produced under crash
procedures. But the point to bear in mind is that almost no
estimates in their long history have been produced too late. The
few that have met this dismel fate met it through the most un-

predictable ol accidents.

One of the classical problems of intelligence work inheres
in the separetion of intelligence from policy staffs and 1in the
fact that each has its ovn dark secrets vhich it feels 1t may not
reveal. Polilcy people have been known to withhold the reason vhy
they want such-and-such information from an intelligence organization
on the ground that to explain fully would unnecessarily risk

compromlse of an extremely sensitive policy gembit. As long as
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would-be policy consumers play their cards thus close to the
chest, they deny to intelligence exsctly the kind of guldance
necessary to malke the Iintelligence contribution most applicable
to their problems. Intelligence, on the other hand, having
glven & highly useful ansver to the policy people, may find that
it is belng regarded skeptically simply because the intelligence
brotherhood does not feel able to reveal the source. It is worth
nentioning this classical problem to the lay sudience of this
article in order to indicate that never before in our history has
thie problem been less important than in the area of national
intelligence estimates., Intelligence is sufficiently in the con-
fidence of the policy people to knovw the exset requirement and
the vhy of it, and the pelicy people sufficiently in the confid-
ence of intelligence to permit intelligence to validate its findings
vhen necessary by reference to source or method of collection.
Accordingly, the step in the production of estimstes calculated
to make the product applicable to consumer wants is a relatively
simple one. It is knowm in the trade as the "Terms of Reference"

stage.
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Most estimates begin with a document called the Terms of
Reference." These are drafted in the Office of National Estimates,
are discussed when necessary with potential users, are discussed
by representatives of the 1ntelliger;ce community, and become the

cornerstone of the structureto be bullt.

The terms of reference paper usually looks like a compre-
hensive examination paper for a student who has spent four years
studying the past, present, gnd probeble future of Ruritania. The
questions call for analyses of those parts of Ruritenian history
and present existance as well as for reasoned guesses on probable
future developments that the policy meker will want to hear sbout.
As a general proposition there will be far more guestions on the
economy and military establishment and political problems than on
the Ruritanian femily life and prospects at the forthcoming Olympic
games, An NIE is not on encyclopedia. It is a thin document of
pertinent facts and estimates, and the texrms of reference discussilons

are the means by which this is echieved.

The terms of reference serve another purpose. They are the
first step in the business of seeing to it that the totality of
national intelligence rescurces are focussed on the problem at
hend. This step is the mechanism through which members of the
intelligence community are authorized to return to their respective

research organlzations and to instruct eppropriate intelligence

-8 -
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research staffs to pull together all of their materials on such-

and-such & subject. No one member of the intelligence com-

munity undertskes as a matter of Primary obligetion to do the
research called for by all of the entries of the terms of reference,
Normally, a very simple breakdown of responsibility is followed:
the State Department?s intelligence arm produces answers to the
political and economic questions; the military intelligence organ-
izations the answers to the military questions; the AEC and FBI,
answers to the questions which lie within their responsibilities.
Certain specialized components of the CIA themselves may undertake

studies of important parts of the terms of reference.

The terms of reference session is conducted in the Cffice
of National Estimates, is chaired by a member of the Board of
National Estimates (a senior group of substantive advisors to the
Director of Central Intclligence), and attended by representatives
of the intelligence community. At this meeting not only are the
matters noted above discussed, but responsibilities fixed for

contributions and a deadline set,

The next step in the process takes Place within the seversl
intelligence research organizaetions and estimates groups of the
contributing intelligence agencies. The State Department men will
return to his Ruritanian section chief, He mey also slert other

speclalists in his organization who keep the files on international

-9
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organizations and international trade; perhaps his population or

transportation specialist. To each he will set a task of writing him
copy on the basis of what each has in his head, in his safe, or
knows to be availeble elsewhere within rcach. Ruritanian staff
experts may be dispatched to the Library of Congress, the Depart-
ment of Commerce, a museum, a university library, or a professor

in a learned institution. He may wire the embassy in Ruritenia's
capltal city, see to it that a half dozen American businessmen
recently returned from a Ruritanian trip are interviewed, request

& careful screening of the preceding year's broadcasts from Radio
Ruritania, get out the back files of the Ruritenian Times and the
Ruritanian Eccnomic Monthly., If necessary, another intelligence
component will be asked to screen and translate appropriaste articles

from a half dozen Ruritenien and other jowrnals.,

The Army man will return to his organization with a similer
mission. He will levy upon his own Order of Battle Section, his
Weapone Section, and so on. He nay wire his attaches in Ruritanias
and nearby countries for up-to-date information on a score of

matters.

And so with the Navy and Air members 5 and so with appropriate

components of the Central Intelligence Agency itself.

In the Office of National Estimates the staff will begin

blocking out the paper, discussing the key estimates with members
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of the Board of National Fstimates against the time when the

written contributions from the agencies will arrive and the formal

draft got under way.

On the eppointed day the contributions arrive and the staff
of the Office of National Estimates begin their study and digestion,
The paper is drafted and discussed with the Board of National
Estimates. At this stage of the procedure some problems of great
importance mey eppear. For exemple, it may become obvious that
thexe is comparatively little information on scme very important
matters. It may appesr that on other important metters there are
very wide differences of opinion between two or three or more of
the contributing agencies. It is up to the Office of National
Estimates to try to f£ill the gaps in information through calling
on any intelligence resources it can name and to resolve the funda-
mentel differences, at least to its own satisfaction. It will
call upon the resources of the Central Intelligence Agency for
help end it may arrange for informsl briefings by the experts of
the outside agencies in question. Its task is to seec that the
paper is as complete as may be and that a position ig taken with
respect to the matters at contest. This position is the position
vhich the Board of National Estimates feels that the Director of

Central Intelligence should take.

The draft estimatc is dispatched back to the intelligence

community, There in the member agencies it is studied and checked

—ll-
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with the various experts. Within g week or two representatives

of each of the menber agencies meet with the Board of National
Estimetes to begin the next-to-the-last stage of the process. This
is the stege known in govermmentese as "coordination." The meet~
ing is presided over by the mewber of the Board of National
Estimates who has ridden hard on the paeper from the beginning.

The meetings consglalt of going over the text word by word and para-
graph by paragraph; sebtting the text right where errors of fact
have been made; correcting matters of color or emphasis and trying
to reach agreement on the key estimates. If the wide differences
of opinion persist which appeared with the written contributions,
there will be discussions in the presence of experts. There will
be formal briefings Ly expert staffs. Representatives will take
the problem to their chiefs, discuss them at length with the chief
and with his other expert witnesses. When meetings resume, if
there is no resolution of the conflict, dissenters are invited to
regerve on the paragraph and to compose footnotes of dissent.

At the end of the coordinating process which, in short papers may
take no more than an afternoon, and in the case of long and
difficult papers & score or more of day-long sessions, there
emerges & draft estimate. It represents a systematic ransacking
of the storchouses of knowledge and the work of hundreds of minds,

vexrhaps thousands, using scores of methods and techniques -- some

-12 -
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as o0ld as time; some seemingly from the lexicon and Buck Rogers.

It may be, however, that there are still dissents.

The finel stege in estimate meking occurs at the weekly
meeting of the United States Intelligence Board where the estimate
recelves 1ts own full and proper trestment by the intelligence
chlefs themselves, If there are still dissenting opinions, they
are discussed in full and in the event of no resolution, the dis-
sentor commits his objections to a footnote of dissent, If all
has gone well, the policy mseker gets his paper on time. It has
been cut to the exact dimensions of his requirements; it can be
sald to represent the best collective effort of the intelligence
comminity, agreed to by ell or very nearly all the intelligence

chiefs of the govermnment.

How is one to account for dissents when everybody involved
works from the seme inventory of information? The point is that
there are never dissents with respect to the knowable things that
are in fact known and there are scldom dissents with respect to
knoweble things that do not happen to be known with exactness.
Dissents almost invariably arise with respect to estimates of
those things which are literslly unknowsble. In this case it is
all too obvious that no two men need make identieal extra-

polations, Any two men may find it reasonably easy to agree on
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the nature of the past and the nature of the present and make

widely divergent estimates as to what the future holds. The
reason for dissents is not much more complicgted than thet which

mekes horsergcing an interesting sport,

Upon cccasions it has been mid that the process by which
national intelligence estimates are written is & process dominated
by compromise and that the resuitant is a dull gray document
full of platitudes. To be sure, unimportant differences of opinion
are often compromised, words or phrases offensive to one party are
sometimee striken in the interests of getting on with the job,
but the simple fact that these compromlses are made is witness to
their relative unimportance. By the same token, crucisl lssues
are seldom, if ever, compromised. Disagrecements about them are

the stuff dissents are made of.
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